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Debate over constitutional reforms has reopened in the National Assembly, with more than 100
proposed amendments and at least 20 new articles up for discussion. However, heavy infighting
among potential presidential candidates for the 1996 elections threatens to derail the process. The
present Nicaraguan Constitution, written in 1987 by the Sandinista-dominated National Assembly,
grants extensive powers to the president, who serves a six-year term and has no limits on reelection.
Many of the proposed changes to the Constitution, presently under consideration by the Congress,
would transfer executive authority to the legislature and impose limits on presidential re-election.
"They are urgently needed for the democratization of the different branches of government," said
Miriam Arguello, a deputy from the Partido Accion Conservadora (APC) and a key supporter of
the reforms. Most of the proposed reforms are the result of a consensus reached late last year by
the various political parties following months of extensive negotiations. However, that pact seems
to have broken down as a result of political wrangling over reforms that would affect presidential
candidates.
Among the controversial reforms is one that would block relatives of the president from running
for the presidency. This would eliminate President Violeta Chammoro's minister of the presidency
and son-in-law, Antonio Lacayo, from the 1996 presidential race. Lacayo, whose enemies accuse
him of being the real power in the Chamorro government, has said he would divorce his wife to be
eligible to run for president. Another proposed reform would prohibit presidential reelection. That
proposal generated heated controversy in the Sandinista Party (Frente Sandinista para la Liberacion
nacional, FSLN), since it would directly affect former president Daniel Ortega, while benefiting
Ortega's former vice president, Sergio Ramirez, who is another presidential hopeful.
Ramirez himself introduced the proposed reforms on presidential candidates in congress on Sept.
5 in defiance of the Sandinista leadership. "We have introduced the reform package because
we believe that what we are doing what is right and just," said Ramirez. "The reforms are in the
national interest, which must always come before individual or party interests." In addition to
Ramirez, the reform package is supported in congress by 27 of the FSLN's 39 legislators. It is also
supported by six deputies from the Union Democrata Cristiana (UDC), five from the Alianza
Popular Conservadora (APC), and two from the Movimiento Democratico Nicaraguense (MDN).
Ramirez represents the reform wing of the FSLN, which has repeatedly called for sweeping changes
in the Sandinista leadership. His proposals were soundly defeated during the party congress
last May, and as a result, Ramirez was not reelected to the National Directorate (NotiSur, May
27, 1994). On Sept. 6, the Sandinista party National Directorate called an emergency closed-door
meeting to deal with the crisis caused by the defection of the 27 Sandinista deputies in support of
the constitutional reforms on presidential candidates.
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In addition, a Sept. 9 meeting of the Sandinista Assembly was also announced to discuss possible
sanctions against Ramirez. FSLN leader Tomas Borge depicted Ramirez's actions as "the worst
break in party discipline in the past two decades." Ramirez, however, staunchly defends his actions,
insisting that he will not play the "disciplined militant" who does not move without an order. He
said such an attitude would only exacerbate the situation and further damage the already strained
credibility of the Sandinista party.
Nevertheless, FSLN leaders warn that with the precipitous introduction of the proposed reforms on
presidential candidates, the broader project to reform the Magna Carta is now doomed. A majority
of the FSLN's deputies will be needed to approve the reforms when they finally come to a vote in
the legislature, but such consensus among the Sandinistas is unlikely as long as the proposals on
presidential candidates remain unchanged.
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